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S. Kurhila: SECOND LANGUAGE INTERACTION. John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2006. 
 
This monograph provides a detailed study of the organisation of interaction involving native 
speakers (NS) and non-native speakers (NNS) of Finnish in non-pedagogical settings using a 
Conversation Analysis (CA) methodology. The focus of the volume is extremely timely, given 
the current globalised world in which conversations involving NNSs in both professional and 
social settings are becoming increasingly common. Kurhila points out that NS/NNS 
interactions are becoming more widespread throughout the world and that institutions are 
having to cope with the problem of conducting their business with NNSs. 
Looking back over recent academic history we can see that this study is also very 
timely in terms of methodological progress. In the 1960s ordinary conversation had not yet 
been the object of linguistic study and the dominant linguistic view was the Chomskyan one 
that “ordinary talk could not be the object of study for linguistics since it is too disordered; it 
is an essentially degenerate realization of linguistic competence” (Hutchby & Wooffitt 1998: 
22). Since the 1960s Conversation Analysis (CA) has demonstrated that there is ‘order at all 
points’ in ordinary conversation; this order is of course of a very different nature to that 
found in written language. Within CA the implicit assumption until the mid 1990s, however, 
appeared to be that talk produced by NNSs was unanalysable. Until then, its tradition had 
been overwhelmingly monolingual, focussing on data involving competent NSs and involving 
the notion of members’ shared competences. In all paradigms, NNSs appeared to be 
deficient misfits in most ways. Firth (1996), however, demonstrated that CA could be used to 
analyse NNS talk and that NNSs do interactional work to accomplish ‘normality’.  Gardner & 
Wagner’s (2004) collection investigated NNS interaction from a CA perspective. They 
rejected the deficit model, showed that L2 speakers may engage in quite complex 
interactions, even at a low level of L2 proficiency, and that second language conversations 
are ‘normal’: they can be analysed using the same methodological tools as for L1 
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conversations. The CA study of NS-NNS interaction in non-pedagogic settings has broadened 
in recent years to include languages other than English, namely German, Finnish, Danish, 
and Japanese.   
 Kurhila’s volume therefore builds on and extends existing knowledge as the first 
monograph in this precise area. The focus is on how interactional understanding is 
accomplished in talk involving speakers from different cultures and with different L1s and 
involving participants with limited linguistic competence.  Kurhila employs CA methodology 
to analyse 16 hours of NS/NNS conversations in Finnish in Finland. Most of the interactions 
are institutional, involving secretaries and customers. The NNSs cover a range of proficiency 
levels and nationalities. As many Western countries are becoming increasingly monolingual, 
it is very valuable from the point of view of linguistic diversity to study learners of Finnish as 
a foreign language, particularly in view of its non-Indo-European origins. However, the use of 
Finnish data may also restrict the market for the book; the nature of Finnish syntax means 
that 3 lines of transcription are provided for each line of data, which tends to affect 
readability. 
The text places major emphasis on the organisation of the repair mechanism, which 
almost inevitably bears an especially heavy burden in NS/NNS interaction. Chapter 2 outlines 
the overall organisation of the mechanism of repair, whilst chapter 3 describes how other-
correction (by NS of NNS utterances) is performed in the data. Chapter 4 explains how word 
searches are conducted (self-initiation of repair, almost always by NNS) and this is one of the 
most thorough and detailed presentations of this phenomenon in the literature. The chapter 
provides a summary of the CA literature on word searches and details the ways in which 
word searches are initiated and resolved. Chapter 5 presents the organisation of candidate 
understandings, or reformulations, generally by NS of NNS statements. Kurhila presents 
candidate understandings as having an unusual function in second language interaction. The 
NS recipient re-presents talk by NNS as a means to explicitly check understanding. It is 
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particularly helpful to have a comprehensive, global picture of the repair mechanism in a 
particular setting involving NS and NNS speakers; this facilitates comparisons with other 
studies of the repair mechanism with different participants and in different settings. 
Since the data are from non-pedagogical settings, there are no direct implications in 
relation to instructed SLA. However, there are a number of interfaces with SLA research in 
general. Whereas SLA research has generally approached L2 speaker data from a deficit 
perspective, examining their errors and comparing their interlanguage with native speaker 
competence, this volume reveals how L2 speakers are able to employ strategies to 
communicate successfully. The very comprehensive and detailed treatment of the 
mechanism of repair constitutes a useful point of reference for SLA study in the areas of 
negotiation of meaning, recasts, feedback, and modification, where individual features of 
the mechanism have been isolated and employed in analysis. 
The author effectively brings out the subtleties and complexities of the interaction 
and reveals how interactants are able to talk different identities in and out of being. Kurhila 
demonstrates how the identities of NS and NNS are sometimes made relevant and 
sometimes not made relevant by the interactants. I particularly liked the analysis (p. 13) of 
speech perturbation features as being in some cases linked to delicate topics rather than 
solely explicable as NNS deficiency. The discussion is always clear and explicit and is 
supported by detailed and illuminating analyses of extracts from the data. Overall, the study 
ranks as a very important contribution to the development of our understanding of NS/NNS 
interaction and continues the tradition of outstanding contributions by Finnish academics to 
the project of CA. 
Final version received June 2007 
Reviewed by Paul Seedhouse 
Newcastle University, UK 
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